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FACILITATING COMMUNICATIONS
BETWEEN COMPUTER USERS ACROSS A
NETWORK

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELAT
APPLICATIONS

s
w

This application 1s a continuation of U.S. application Ser.
No. 10/392.300, filed on Mar. 20, 2003, now allowed, which
1s a continuation-in-part of U.S. application Ser. No. 10/330,
670, filed on Dec. 30, 2002, which 1ssued as U.S. Pat. No.
7,266,776 on Sep. 4, 2007, which claims priority to U.S.

Provisional Application Ser. No. 60/428,726, filed on Nov.
25, 2002, all of which are hereby incorporated by reference.

TECHNICAL FIELD

This description relates to electronic communications.

BACKGROUND

With the advent of the Internet and a decline 1n computer
prices, many people are communicating with one another
through computers interconnected by networks. A number of
different communications programs have been developed to
facilitate such communications between computer users.
These programs typically have a user interface that presents
representations of a user’s contacts (1.e., other users who are
connected to the network and with whom the user of the
program can communicate). A user may imvoke communica-
tions or other interactions with a particular contact by select-
ing a representation of that contact that 1s maintained as a part
of the communications program’s user interface. The repre-
sentations typically also provide status information regarding
the contact, such as whether the contact 1s online, how long

the contact has been online, whether the contact 1s away, or
whether the contact 1s using a mobile device.

SUMMARY

In one general aspect, a stand-alone icon 1s provided to
facilitate network communications between users of at least
one communications program. The i1con represents at least
one contact of a user. When status information regarding the
contact 1s recerved, the status information 1s displayed using
the icon or 1n response to an operation performed on the 1con.

The status information may include, for example, whether
the contact 1s online, how long the contact has been online,
whether the contact 1s away or busy, whether the contact 1s
using a mobile device, what types of connections the contact
can accept, what capabilities are provided by the contact’s
connection, or what capabilities are provided by the commu-
nications program

Implementations may include one or more of the following,
teatures. For example, the stand-alone icon also may provide
an 1nterface for performing actions related to the contact.
When an operation that 1s associated with at least one action
related to the contact 1s performed on the 1con, the action 1s
executed 1n response to the operation being performed on the
icon. The action may be the same as an action that would be
executed 1n response to an operation performed on a repre-
sentation of the contact in a user interface of the communi-
cations program.

The operation associated with the action may include drop-
ping an icon representing information to be transmitted to the
contact on the stand-alone icon, with the associated action
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2

including the transmission of the information to the contact.
The information may be, for example, in a text or file form.

The icon that represents a contact or set of contacts may be
available when the communications program 1s not execut-
ing. The communications program may be initiated 1n
response to an operation being performed on the icon repre-
senting the contact.

The communications program may be, for example, an
clectronic mail (e-mail) program, an instant messaging (IM)
program, a lile transier protocol (FTP) program, or a voice-
over-I1P (VoIP) program.

Implementations of the described techniques may include
hardware, a method or process, or computer software on a
computer-accessible medium.

The details of one or more implementations are set forth 1n
the accompanying drawings and the description below. Other
teatures will be apparent from the description and drawings,
and from the claims.

DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 1s a block diagram illustrating an exemplary net-
worked computing environment that supports communica-
tions between computer users.

FIG. 2 1s a computer desktop 1llustrating an example of a
communications program interface presented to a user of the
communications program.

FIG. 3A 1s a flow chart illustrating a process used to facili-
tate communications between users across a network in
which status mformation of a contact 1s displayed using a
stand-alone 1con representing a contact or set of contacts or 1n
response to an operation performed on the icon.

FIG. 3B illustrates a process for additionally using the
stand-alone icon to provide an interface for performing
actions related to the contact or set of contacts.

FIG. 4 illustrates a process for using drag-and-drop fea-
tures with the stand-alone icon to provide an interface for
actions such as transierring files or text.

FIGS. 5A-51 are computer desktops illustrating implemen-
tations of the described techmques with an imnstant messaging
program.

FIGS. 6 A-6C are computer desktops illustrating a drag-
and-drop manner of creating the stand-alone 1con that repre-
sents a contact in one 1mplementation for an instant messag-
Ing program.

FIGS. TA-7C are computer desktops illustrating a drag-
and-drop manner of adding a contact to the contact list of an
instant message program using the stand-alone 1con that rep-
resents the contact.

FIG. 8 1s a computer desktop illustrating an implementa-
tion 1n which multiple stand-alone icons, each representing
either a contact or set of contacts, are situated 1n a desktop file
folder.

Like reference symbols 1n the various drawings indicate
like elements.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

A stand-alone 1con (1.e., an 1con that 1s not part of an
application interface) 1s provided to facilitate communica-
tions across a network between users of at least one commu-
nications program. The 1con represents a contact or a set of
contacts. Status information regarding the contact or set of
contacts 1s received and displayed using the i1con or in
response to an operation performed on the icon. The 1con
additionally may provide an interface for performing actions
related to the contact or set of contacts. The actions may
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generally include, for example, retrieving profile information
about the contact, setting an alert to indicate that the contact’s
network/login status (e.g., login, logout, or idle) has changed,
or performing communications with the contact.

FI1G. 1 illustrates an exemplary networked computing envi-
ronment 100 that supports communications between com-
puter users. Computer users are distributed geographically
and communicate using client systems 102. A network 104
interconnects client systems 102. Client systems 102 are con-
nected to network 104 through various communication medi-
ums, such as a modem connected to a telephone line (using,
for example, serial line internet protocol (SLIP) or point-to-
point protocol (PPP)) or a direct internetwork connection
(using, for example, transmission control protocol/internet
protocol (TCP/IP)). A host server 106 also may be connected
to network 104 and may be used to facilitate some direct or
indirect communications between the client systems 102.

Each of the client systems 102 and host server 106 may be
implemented using, for example, a general-purpose computer
capable of responding to and executing instructions in a
defined manner, a personal computer, a special-purpose com-
puter, a workstation, a server, a device, a component, or other
equipment or some combination thereof capable of respond-
ing to and executing instructions. Client systems 102 and host
server 106 may receive instructions from, for example, a
soltware application, a program, a piece of code, a device, a
computer, a computer system, or a combination thereof,
which idependently or collectively direct operations, as
described herein. These mstructions may take the form of one
or more communications programs that facilitate communi-
cations between the users of client systems 102. Such com-
munications programs may include, for example, e-mail pro-
grams, IM programs, F'TP programs, or VolIP programs. The
instructions may be embodied permanently or temporarily 1n
any type ol machine, component, equipment, storage
medium, or propagated signal that 1s capable of being deliv-
ered to a client system 102 or the host server 106.

Each client system 102 and host server 106 includes a
communications interface (not shown) used by the commu-
nications programs to send communications through network
104. The communications may include e-mail, audio data,
video data, general binary data, or text data (e.g., data
encoded 1n American Standard Code for Information Inter-
change (ASCII) format).

The network 104 typically includes a series of portals
interconnected through a coherent system. Examples of the
network 104 include the Internet, Wide Area Networks
(WANSs), Local Area Networks (LANs), analog or digital
wired and wireless telephone networks (e.g., a Public
Switched Telephone Network (PSTN)), an Integrated Ser-
vices Digital Network (ISDN), or a Digital Subscriber Line
(xDSL)), or any other wired or wireless network. The net-
work 104 may include multiple networks or subnetworks,
cach of which may include, for example, a wired or wireless
data pathway.

FIG. 2 1llustrates an exemplary interface presented to a user
of one of the client systems 102 when running an instant
messaging client program. Instant messaging programs typi-
cally allow users to communicate in real-time with each other
in a variety of ways. For example, many instant messaging
programs allow users to send text as an instant message, to
transier files, and to communicate by voice. Examples of IM
programs include those provided by AIM (America Online
Instant Messenger), AOL (America Online) Instant Messag-
ing, Yahoo Messenger, MSN Messenger, and 1CQ).

Shown 1s a desktop 200 with a user interface 2035 of the
instant messaging client program. User interface 205 has a
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text box 210 that displays representations 215 of the program
user’s contacts or buddies (both terms are used interchange-
ably herein), which are other users of an 1nstant messaging
program with whom the program user desires to communi-
cate and interact. The representations 215 may provide status
information to the program user about the contact, such as
whether the contact 1s online, how long the contact has been
online, whether the contact 1s away, or whether the contact 1s
using a mobile device. The status information may be pro-
vided in a number of different ways.

For instance, in the exemplary interface 205, buddies who
are not connected to the network are listed under the “Offline™
category, while ones who are online (e.g., randomcontact) are
listed 1n a corresponding category (e.g., “Buddies™). In the
exemplary intertace 205, a dialog box 230 that 1s displayed.,
for example, when a user points at a contact’s representation
with a cursor, provides other status information regarding the
contact. Icons (not shown) may be displayed next to the
contact’s name to indicate other status information, such as
when the contact 1s away (1.e., not at his or her computer or
other communication device). Dialog box 230 displays the
network through which the contact 1s communicating (1.¢.,
“Service”) and how long the contact has been connected to
the network (1.e., “Online time”). Dialog box 230 also dis-
plays which communication types and other features the con-
tact’s IM program supports (1.¢., “Capabilities’). In addition,
a warning level (1.e., “Warnings”™) 1s displayed for the contact
to provide an indication of how well the contact behaves
online. A dialog box such as box 230 may display other status
information, such as whether the user 1s connected to the
network through a mobile device or whether the user 1s away.

The l1st of contacts displayed 1n text box 210 of user inter-
tace 205 typically 1s referred to as the contact list or buddy
list. The program user can typically add or remove contacts
from the contact list. In the example shown, the representa-
tions 215 are text icons showing the screen names of the
contacts.

Instant messaging programs may use an instant messaging,
server to assist 1n communications between users of the
instant messaging program. The instant messaging server
may be implemented, for example, using host server 106.
When a user 1s connected to the network and executes the
instant messaging program, the instant messaging program
contacts the host server 106 and logs the user onto the host
server 106. The host server 106 informs the instant messaging
program about status information regarding the user’s con-
tacts and facilitates communications between the program
user and an online contact.

The host server 106 may support IM services 1rrespective
of a program user’s network or Internet access. Thus, host
server 106 may allow users to send and receive IMs, regard-
less of whether they have access to any particular Internet
service provider (ISP). The host server 106 also may support
associated services, such as administrative matters, advertis-
ing, directory services, chat, and interest groups related to IM.
To transfer data, the host server 106 employs one or more
standard or proprietary IM protocols.

To begin an IM session, the IM client program running on
a client system 102 establishes a connection with the host
server 106 and logs onto the host server 106. Once a session
1s established, a user can use the IM client program to view
status 1nformation exchange IMs with particular buddies,
participate 1n group chat rooms, trade files such as pictures,
invitations or documents. The program user also may be able
to find other buddies with similar interests, get customized
information such as news and stock quotes, and search the

World Wide Web.
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Host server 106 may assist IM communications between
users of IM chient programs by facilitating the establishment
of a peer-to-peer communication session between the IM
client programs. Or the host server 106 may assist IM com-
munications by directly routing communications between the
IM client programs.

When a contact 1s online, the program user can communi-
cate or interact with the contact in a number of ways. For
instance, the program user can send an 1instant message to the
contact (typically in the form of text). Sending a message
opens up a window in which messages can be typed back-
and-forth between the program user and the contact. Simi-
larly, the program user also can send a file or other content to
the contact.

To 1nitiate these actions for a contact, the program user
performs operations on the representation of the contact dis-
played 1n user intertace 205. The program then executes the
corresponding action 1n response to the operation performed
on the representation. For example, an instant message might
be mitiated by double-clicking on a contact’s representation.
Or, a file transfer might be mitiated by the program user
selecting the contact’s representation to bring up a context
menu and choosing “send a file” from the menu.

Other actions can be executed 1n response to operations
performed on the representation of the contact displayed in
interface 203. For instance, a “buddy icon” can be set for the
contact such that communications with the contact display
the buddy 1con. In addition, for example, profile information
about the contact can be retrieved, an alert can be set to inform
the program user when the contact 1s online, a VoIP commu-
nication session can be established, or an e-mail can be sent.

User interface 205 may have 1cons 220 to help a user set
various options or perform operations in the mnstant messag-
ing program. By selecting the “setup” 1con 225, for example,
the program user can invoke a window that allows for manual
addition or removal of contacts from the buddy list. Some of
the 1icons 220 also may assist 1n 1mnitiating communications or
interactions. The “IM™ icon 233, for instance, may be used as
an alternative way to 1nitiate instant messages. For instance,
the program user can highlight the representation of a contact,
and 1nitiate an 1instant message with that contact by selecting
the “IM” 1con.

FIG. 3 A illustrates a process 300 used to facilitate commu-
nications across a network between users of at least one
communications program. A stand-alone icon (1.e., one that 1s
not part ol an application user interface) that represents a
contact or set of contacts 1s provided at a client system (step
305). The term “1con” 1s used generally herein to denote any
graphical representation ol an object. Status information
regarding the contact or set of contacts 1s recerved at the client
system (310). The status information 1s displayed using the
icon or 1n response to an operation performed on the icon
(315).

The status information may be any information that
describes the state of affairs of the contact, the contact’s
network connection, or a communications program used by
the contact. For example, the status information may be
whether the contact 1s online, how long the contact has been
online, whether the contact 1s away or busy, whether the
contact 1s using a mobile device, what types of connections
the contact can accept (e.g., peer-to-peer or host-based), or
what capabilities are provided by the connection or the com-
munications program used by the contact.

The 1con can be used to indicate status information 1n a
number of different ways. For example, the color, shape, size,
orientation, or features of the 1con may be changed to indicate
status iformation. In addition, or alternatively, the status
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information may be displayed (e.g., 1n a pop-up contextual
menu or 1n a “tooltip,” which 1s a pop-up box that displays
information) in response to a particular operation performed
on the icon.

The operation that results 1n the display of the status infor-
mation may be any of various operations capable of being
performed on the icon. For example, a user may point a cursor
at the icon using an put device like a mouse. A user may
“double-click™ on the 1con by using a mouse to point a cursor
at the 1con and pressing a button of the mouse twice. A user
may “right-click” on the icon by using a mouse with a left and
right button to point a cursor at the 1con and pressing the right
button of the mouse. A user may select the icon 1n such a way
that brings up a context menu (e.g., by right-clicking on the
icon) and select an option from the context menu. A user may
drag-and-drop other icons onto the icon representing the con-
tact or set of contacts (further described below). The 1con
representing the contact may be dragged and dropped onto
another icon or onto the user interface of an application. Other
operations may be available depending on the implementa-
tion and/or operating system environment.

Process 300 may be implemented through any suitable
type of hardware, software, device, computer, computer sys-
tem, equipment, component, program, application, code,
storage medium, or propagated signal. The various parts of
the process 300 may be performed by the same item, or
multiple 1tems may cooperate to accomplish the results. For
instance, the communications program (€.g., an IM program)
may recerve the status information and cause the information
to be displayed using the 1con or 1n response to an operation
performed on the icon. Alternatively, the communications
program may receive the status information, communicate
the status information to separate executable file, which then
causes the information to be displayed using the icon or 1n
response to an operation performed on the 1con. The icon may
or may not represent the executable file (e.g., 1n some graphi-
cal operating system environments, such as Macintosh OS X
and Microsoft Windows®, files are represented by 1cons). In
other implementations, other software or hardware, such as
plug-ins for the IM program, other stand-alone applications,
or the computer operating system, also may contribute or
cooperate to perform the various aspects of process 300.

FIG. 3B illustrates a process 320 for additionally using the
icon to provide an 1nterface for performing actions related to
the contact or set of contacts. In addition to providing status
information, in some 1mplementations the icon may provide
an interface for performing actions related to the contact or set
of contacts, such as sending IMs or files.

When an operation associated with at least one action
related to the contact or set of contacts 1s performed on the
icon, the operation 1s recognized (325) and the associated
action 1s executed (330). The operation associated with the
action may be any of various operations capable of being
performed on the 1con. For example, the operation generally
may be any of those described above, such as pointing at the
icon, “double-clicking™ on the 1con, “right-clicking™ on the
icon, dragging and dropping files onto the 1con, or dragging
and dropping the icon onto another icon or onto the user
interface of an application. Other operations may be available
depending on the implementation and/or operating system
environment.

The action may include, for instance, sending an IM, send-
ing a file, setting a buddy icon, retrieving profile information
about the contact, setting an alert for when the contact comes
online, establishing a VoIP communication session, or send-
ing an e-mail. These actions may be the same actions that
would be executed in response to an operation performed on
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a representation of the contact or set of contacts 1n a user
interface of the communications program.

FIG. 4 illustrates a process 400 for using drag-and-drop
teatures with the 1con to provide an interface for actions such
as transierring files or text. In this case, the 1con also provides
an interface for mitiating the transier of information to the
contact(s) represented by the icon from outside of any appli-
cation’s user interface (e.g., on the desktop or 1n a file folder).

When a user wants to transier information to the contact or
set of contacts represented by this icon, the user drags and
drops a second 1con that represents the information onto the
icon representing the contact or set of contacts. The informa-
tion may be any type of data, including e-mail, audio data,
video data, general binary data, or text data.

The drop 1s recognized (step 410) and results 1n the 1nfor-
mation represented by the second 1con being automatically
transierred to the contact or set of contacts (step 415). The
information can be transmitted to the contact in any known
manner. For instance, a peer-to-peer connection can be estab-
lished and, 11 the information 1s 1n the form of a general binary
file, the file may be transmitted using a standard or proprietary
file transier protocol. Or, 1f the information 1s, for example,
streaming audio or video, the information may be transmitted
on the peer-to-peer connection using the real-time protocol
(RTP) and real-time streaming protocol (RTSP). Similarly, 1f
the information 1s a text file, the peer-to-peer connection may
be used to transier the text in the text file as an IM.

Alternatively, a host server may be used to assist in the
transmission of the information. For instance, 1f the informa-
tion 1s a text {ile, the host server may relay the text file to the
contact as an IM. Or, 1f the information 1s 1n the form of a
general binary file, the file may be transmitted to the host
server, which relays 1t to the contact using a standard or
proprietary file transfer protocol. Likewise, streaming audio
or video can be transmitted to the host server, which then
relays the streaming audio or video to the contact.

As with the process 300, processes 320 and 400 may be
implemented through any suitable type of hardware, sofit-
ware, device, computer, computer system, equipment, com-
ponent, program, application, code, storage medium, or
propagated signal.

FIGS. 5A-51 illustrate implementations of the above tech-
niques with an instant messaging program. Shown 1s a desk-
top 500 with a user interface 205 of the instant messaging
program. User interface 205 has a text box 210 that displays
representations 215 of the program user’s contacts. In the
example 1llustrated, one contact, whose screen name 1s “ran-
domcontact,” 1s listed. Also shown 1s a stand-alone 1con 520
that represents the contact “randomcontact.”

FIGS. SA-5D illustrate various manners 1 which status
information may be displayed using an i1con representing a
contact or 1n response to an operation performed on the icon.
In the implementations illustrated, the 1con 520 1s associated
with an executable program or script that communicates with
the IM program to accomplish the display of the status infor-
mation. However, as described above, other software or hard-
ware can perform all or some of the techniques 1n other
implementations. The executable program may communicate
with the instant messaging program using any known inter-
application communications protocol, such as, for example,
Apple Events 1f implemented for a Macintosh OS X environ-
ment or dynamic data exchange (DDE) if implemented for a
Microsoit Windows® environment. While shown on desktop
500, 1con 520 can be moved like any other file and located 1n
a file system folder, 11 desired.

In these implementations, the IM program recerves status
information regarding the contact “randomcontact.” The IM
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program then communicates with the executable program to
transier the status information to the executable program. The
executable program then uses the icon to display the status
information, or displays the information in response to an
operation performed on the icon.

FIG. SA shows the 1con 520 when the contact “random-
contact” 1s not online.

FIG. 5B shows an implementation in which the orientation
of the 1con 520 i1s changed when the contact 1s online. As
shown 1n FIG. 5B, “randomcontact™ 1s online and icon 520 1s
tlipped horizontally 1n response to indicate that the contact 1s
online.

FIG. 5C shows an example in which the color of the 1con
520 1s changed when the user 1s online. As shown in FIG. 5C,
“randomcontact” 1s online and the color of i1con 520 1is
changed to white to indicate that the contact 1s online.

FIG. 5D shows an implementation in which a dialog box
550 displays status information. In the exemplary dialog box
550 shown, the contact’s service, warning level, time online,
and the capabilities of a communications program (e.g., an
IM program) are displayed. Dialog box 550 may be a part of
icon 520 or 1t can be a separate pop-up dialog that 1s displayed
in response to an operation performed on 1con 320 (e.g., when
a user points a cursor at icon 520).

FIGS. 5E-51 illustrate implementations i which the icon

additionally provides an interface to perform actions related
to the contact. In this case, a user can 1nitiate actions related to
the contact “randomcontact” by performing operations on
icon 520. As described above, various types of operations can
be performed on 1con 520, such as “double-clicking™ on 1con
520, “right-clicking” on 1con 520, dragging and dropping
other icons onto 1con 520, or dragging and dropping 1con 520
onto another 1con or onto the user interface of an application.

In the illustrated implementations, 1con 520 is associated
with an executable program or script that 1s invoked for some
operations performed on 1con 520. The executable program
communicates with the instant messaging program to accoms-
plish the actions to be executed 1n response to the operations
performed on 1con 520. The executable program is invoked
when operations are performed on 1con 520 that correspond
to actions related to the contact represented by icon 520.
When invoked, the executable program 1n turn may invoke the
instant messaging program 1f the instant messaging program
1s not already executing. The invocation of the mstant mes-
saging program may or may not be made known to the user.
For example, mvocation of the mstant messaging program
may be made known to the user by presenting the instant
messaging program’s mterface to the user in the same manner
as the interface would be presented 1f the user had directly
invoked the program. Or, an 1con can be displayed 1n the
system tray (if, for example, the techniques are implemented
for a Microsoit Windows® environment).

As an alternative to mvoking the instant messaging pro-
gram, the executable program may queue the actions until the
instant messaging program 1s invoked by the user. In this case,
when the instant messaging program 1s subsequently
invoked, the executable program will communicate with the
instant messaging client program to accomplish the actions.

When the instant messaging program 1s running, the
executable program passes the screen name of the contact
represented by icon 520 (1.e., “randomcontact”) to the instant
messaging program along with an indication of the action to
be executed and any other necessary mformation needed to
perform the action (e.g., filename). The instant messaging
program accepts this imformation and executes the action
corresponding to the operations performed on 1con 520.
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As an example of operations and associated actions that
can be supported, a drag-and-drop file transfer 1s described
with respect to FIGS. 5E-5G. An 1con 5035 on desktop 500
represents a general binary file. To transfer the file to the
contact “randomcontact,” the user drags and drops icon 5035
onto 1con 520. To drag icon 5035 onto icon 520, the user {irst
selects 1con 503, for example, by pointing at 1con 505 and
pressing a mouse button. The user then drags the 1con 505
towards 1con 520. As the user drags the 1con across desktop
500, a second transparent image 510 of 1con 520 shows the
user where icon 305 1s being dragged. Once 1con 503 1s on top
of1con 520 (as shown 1n FI1G. 5F), the user drops 1con 503, for
example, by releasing the mouse button.

When the user drops 1con 505 onto 1con 520, the executable
program associated with 1con 520 1s invoked. The executable
program determines whether the instant messaging program
1s executing and logged onto the host server. If the instant
messaging program 1s not executing or 1s not logged on, the
executable program invokes the instant messaging program
and causes the mstant messaging program to log onto the host
Server.

When the instant messaging program 1s executing and 1s
logged on (regardless of whether 1t was originally executing
or was mmvoked by the executable program), the executable
program passes to the instant messaging program the screen
name that icon 520 represents (in the case shown, “random-
contact™), the filename, and an 1indication that the file should
be transterred.

The instant messaging program then initiates a file transier
to the contact. To do so, the mstant messaging program con-
tacts the host server and idicates that a file transfer to the
contact 1s desired. The host server indicates to the contact that
the program user wishes to transier the file and seeks permis-
sion from the contact for the file to be transferred. As long as
the contact grants permission for the file to be transferred, the
host server returns the address of the contact to the instant
messaging program, along with an indication that the transter
1s allowed.

The 1instant messaging program then sets up a peer-to-peer
connection with the contact’s instant messaging program and
transters the file. As the file 1s being transferred, the instant
messaging program may display a file transter status dialog
515 (shown 1 FIG. 5G). File transter status dialog 515 shows
the current status of the file transfer. As shown, the dialog 515
displays the recipient, which in this case 1s “randomcontact.”
The dialog 515 also displays the filename of the file being
transierred (Figures.pdi), the transfer rate (40K/s), and the
number ol bytes already transierred (110K). Once the transier
1s completed, feedback (e.g., a sound) may be provided to the
user to indicate the transier 1s completed, and the file status
dialog 515 1s closed.

Similar to a file transfer, drag-and-drop instant message
sessions can be supported when a user drops a text file onto
icon 520. Thus, for example, if the file shown in FIG. SE was
named Figures.txt and contained ASCII text, then an instant
message would be 1mitiated when the file 1s dropped on 1con
520, rather than a file transfer. In this case, when the text file
1s dropped, the executable program retrieves the text from the
file. The executable program then passes the screen name
represented by 1con 520 and the text to the imnstant messaging,
program, along with an indication that the text 1s to be sent as
an instant message. The istant messaging program then con-
tacts a host server and transmits the text and screen name to
the host server. The host server then directly communicates
the text to the contact as an instant message.

FIGS. SH and 51 illustrate an alternative (or additional)
manner in which mstant messaging sessions can be supported
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by allowing a user to “copy” text from a document and
“paste’ the text onto icon 520. Referring to FIG. SH, a desk-
top 500 1s shown with a user interface 5235 of a text editor
application. The interface 525 of the text editor has a text box
545 1n which a user can type text, such as the text 530. The
user can also “select” text 530, for example, by pressing a
mouse button and dragging a pointer across the text 530. This
results 1n text 530 being highlighted as shown.

After a user selects text 530, the user can “copy” the text,
for example, by pressing a mouse button while the pointer 1s
over the text to bring up a context menu 335 and selecting
“copy” from the context menu 535. When copied, text 530 1s
stored by the operating system 1n a section of memory typi-
cally referred to as the “clipboard.”

After text 530 has been copied, a user can then “paste” the
text 530 to icon 520. Referring to FIG. 51, the user pastes the
text 5330 to 1con 520, for example, by pressing a mouse button
while the pointer 1s over 1con 520 to bring up a context menu
540 and selecting “paste” from the context menu 540. Select-
ing paste results in the executable program retrieving the text
stored 1n the section of memory referred to as the clipboard.
The executable program then passes the screen name repre-
sented by 1con 520 and the text to the instant messaging
program, along with an indication that the text 1s to be sent as
an istant message. The instant messaging program then con-
tacts a host server and transmits the text and screen name to
the host server. The host server then directly communicates
the text to the contact as an instant message.

Likewise, other operations may be performed on 1con 520
to execute corresponding actions related to the contact repre-
sented by 1con 520. For instance, right-clicking on 1con 520
may bring up a context menu that has an option to set an alert
when the contact comes online. Selecting the option results in
the alert being set for the contact or set of contacts. Double-
clicking on the icon may bring up profile information about
the contact that icon 520 represents.

In addition, 1con 520 may indicate the online presence of
the contact 1t represents. A number of different techniques
may be used to indicate online presence. For example, the
shape or color of icon 520 may be different when the contact
1s online as opposed to when the contact 1s not online. The
contact’s online status also may be included in profile infor-
mation that 1s displayed when a user double-clicks on icon
520. Similarly, icon 520 may show other contextual informa-
tion regarding the contact, such as how long the contact has
been online, whether the contact 1s away, or whether the
contact 1s using a mobile device.

While the executable program has been described as com-
municating with the instant messaging program to accom-
plish the actions, 1n other implementations the executable
program may be able to directly execute the actions itself
without the need for an external program such as the instant
messaging program.

Some 1mplementations of the described techniques also
may support a drag-and-drop method of creating the icon
representing a contact. In this case, the 1con can be created by
dragging and dropping a representation of the contact in the
user mterface of the communications program onto an area
other than the user interface.

FIGS. 6 A-6C illustrate a drag-and-drop manner of creating
the icon in one implementation for an instant messaging
program. To create the icon that represents the contact “ran-
domcontact,” the user selects the representation 213 of “ran-
domcontact” 1n the mstant messaging program’s user nter-
face 203 and drags that representation onto an area other than
interface 203, such as desktop 600. To drag representation
215 onto desktop 600, the user first selects representation
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215, for instance, by pointing at 1t and pressing a mouse
button (shown 1n FIG. 6 A). The user then drags representation
215 towards desktop 600 (shown 1n FIG. 6B). As the user
drags the 1con towards desktop 600, a transparent image 6035
shows the user where the representation 2135 1s being dragged.
Once 1mage 605 1s on top of desktop 600, the user drops
image 605 by releasing the mouse button. When the user
drops 1image 605 onto desktop 600, the 1con 610 representing
the contact 1s created (shown in FIG. 6C). Icon 610 also 1s
associated with the corresponding executable program, or the
executable program 1s created 11 1t does not exist.

One implementation of creating the icon and executable
program 1n a Macintosh OS X operating system environment
uses a “‘skeleton” executable program and icon that are not
specific to any particular contact. When representation 215 1s
dragged and dropped onto an area other than interface 205,
the operating system performs a callback to inform the instant
messaging program that representation 215 has been
dropped. The instant messaging program then copies the skel-
cton executable program to the location where representation
215 was dropped. The copied executable program 1s given the
name of the contact. This results 1n the 1con being displayed
with the screen name of the contact.

After the executable program 1s copied, the mnstant mes-
saging program loads a static text string that contains substi-
tution tokens. The 1nstant messaging program then replaces
the substitution tokens with the screen name of the contact.
The resulting text 1s an uncompiled AppleScript. The mnstant
messaging program compiles the AppleScript and inserts it
into a resource in the executable program. Thus, once the
executable program 1s created it 1s unique to that screen name
and does not rely on any external data for that association to
persist. Similar implementations can be applied to other oper-
ating system environments.

Some 1mplementations of the described techniques also
may support a drag-and-drop method of adding a contact to
the contact list using the 1con that represents the contact.

FIGS. 7A-7C 1llustrate a drag-and-drop manner of adding
a contact to the contact list 1n one implementation for an
instant messaging program. An icon 703 representing a con-
tact1s located on desktop 700. Icon 705 may have been placed
on desktop 1n any manner. For instance, 1t may have been
created on desktop 700 (e.g., by dragging and dropping from
a first mstant messaging program as described above) or
moved onto desktop 700 after being created 1n a location
other than the desktop. Or, a user of an instant messaging
program on a different client system may have created icon
705 and transierred it to the client system providing desktop
700.

To add the contact represented by icon 703 to the contact
l1st 1n the instant messaging program’s user intertace 205, the
user selects 1con 705 and drags 1t from the desktop (or other
location) onto user interface 2035. To drag icon 705 onto
interface 205, the user first selects icon 705 and drags it
towards 1nterface 2035 (shown 1n FIG. 7B). As the user drags
the 1con towards interface 205, a transparent image 710 shows
the user where 1con 703 1s being dragged. Once 1mage 710 1s
on top of interface 205, the user drops 1image 710. When the
user drops 1mage 710, the operating system informs the
instant messaging program that image 710 has been dropped
on 1nterface 205. As a result, the instant messaging program
obtains the screen name of the contact, adds the contact to the
contact list, and creates the representation 215 of the contact
in user interface 205 (shown 1 FIG. 7C). It the screen name
1s internally stored 1n the executable program corresponding
to the 1con (e.g., similarly to the above described implemen-
tation for creating the i1con and executable program in a
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Macintosh OS X operating system environment), the instant
messaging program may communicate with the executable to
obtain the screen name of the contact. Alternatively, i1 the
filename of the executable program 1s the screen name of the
contact, the instant messaging program may obtain the screen
name from the filename of the executable.

Communications programs, mcluding instant messaging,
programs, may allow a user to group contacts together in
groups or sets. The described techniques also can be applied
to such groups or sets. Thus, while some 1implementations
have been shown using an 1con that represents a single con-
tact, the described techniques also may be used to provide an
icon that represents a group or set of contacts 1n addition, or as
an alternative, to providing an icon that represents a single
contact.

FIG. 8 illustrates an implementation in which multiple
icons, each representing either a contact or set of contacts, are
situated 1n a desktop file folder. As shown, a file folder 805 1s
located on a desktop 800. The name of file folder 805 1is
“buddies.” The contents of file folder 803 are displayed by
opening 1t, for example, by double-clicking on file folder 805.
When file folder 1s opened, a window 810 1s displayed that
shows the contents of file folder 805. Window 810 has a
window area 815 1n which the multiple 1cons are displayed. A
first 1con 820 represents the contact whose screen name 1s
“randomcontact.” A second 1icon 825 represents a set of con-
tacts, collectively grouped as “co-workers.” A third i1con 830
represents the contact whose screen name 1s “randomcon-
tact2.”

Icons 820, 825, and 830 may indicate the online presence,
or other status information, of the respective contact it repre-
sents, or status information about contact(s) may be displayed
in response to an operation performed on one of the 1cons 820,
825, or 830, as described above. A user may perform opera-
tions on any of the icons 820, 825, or 830 to cause actions to
be executed for the contact represented by the respective icon,
also as described above. For instance, the program user may
drop a binary file onto 1con 820 to transfer the file to random-
contact. The program user may drop a text file (or paste text)
on 1con 825 to imtiate a group chat session with the set of
contacts grouped as “co-workers™ or, depending upon a speci-
fied configuration, to invoke independent chat sessions with
cach contact 1n the “co-workers™ group. The program user
also, for instance, may set an alert for when randomcontact2
comes online by selecting 1con 830 to bring up a context menu
and selecting an alert option from the menu.

The techniques described above are not limited to any
particular hardware or soitware configuration. Rather, they
may be implemented using hardware, software, or a combi-
nation of both. The methods and processes described may be
implemented as computer programs that are executed on
device comprising at least one processor and at least one data
storage system (e.g., programmable computer, cellular
phone, or personal digital assistant). The data storage system
may be any type of storage medium or device usable with a
processor (e.g., CD-ROM, RAM, or magnetic disk). The
programs may be implemented 1n a high-level programming
language and may also be implemented in assembly or other
lower level languages, 11 desired.

Any such program will typically be stored on a computer-
usable storage medium or device (e.g., CD-ROM, RAM, or
magnetic disk). When read into the processor of the computer
and executed, the instructions of the program cause the pro-
grammable computer to carry out the various operations
described.

Furthermore, while the techniques have been described
primarily with IM applications, they may be applied to other
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communications programs such as FIP programs, e-mail
programs, voice-over-IP (VoIP) or other telephony programs,
or players for streaming media.
Other implementations are also within the scope of the
following claims.
What 1s claimed 1s:
1. A method of facilitating communications across a net-
work between users of at least one communications program
including an instant messaging program, the method com-
prising:
providing a file that represents one or more contacts of a
user 1n the mstant messaging program, wherein an oper-
ating system represents the file as a stand-alone graphi-
cal object, that 1s configured to allow the user to perform
an action otherwise available through an interface of the
instant messaging program, regardless of whether the
instant messaging program 1s running when an operation
corresponding to the action 1s performed;
receiving status information regarding the one or more
contacts from the instant messaging program; and

updating, regardless of whether the instant messaging pro-
gram 1S running, a visual representation of the stand-
alone graphical object 1n response to the recerved status
information, such that the visual representation of the
graphical object conveys the status information of the
one or more contacts.
2. The method of claim 1 wherein the status information
comprises any ol: whether the one or more contacts 1s online,
how long the one or more contacts has been online, whether
the one or more contacts 1s away or busy, whether the one or
more contacts 1s using a mobile device, what types of con-
nections the one or more contacts can accept, what capabili-
ties are provided by the one or more contacts’ connection, or
what capabilities are provided by the instant messaging pro-
gram.
3. The method of claim 1 further comprising:
detecting that a graphical object representing information
to be transmitted to the one or more contacts has been
dropped on the stand-alone graphical object, and

automatically transmitting the information represented by
the dropped graphical object to the one or more contacts
in response to the graphical object representing infor-
mation to be transmitted being dropped on the stand-
alone graphical object representing the one or more con-
tacts.

4. The method of claim 3 wherein the information to be
transmitted comprises a file, such that the file 1s automatically
transmitted to the one or more contacts in response to the
graphical object representing the file being dropped on the
stand-alone graphical object representing the one or more
contacts.

5. The method of claim 3 wherein the mnformation to be
transmitted comprises a textual message such that the textual
message 1s automatically transmitted to the one or more con-
tacts 1n response to the graphical object representing the
textual message being dropped on the stand-alone graphical
object representing the one or more contacts.

6. A tangible non-transitory computer-usable storage
medium storing a computer program for facilitating commu-
nications across a network between users of at least one
communications program including an instant messaging
program, the computer program comprising instructions for
causing a computer to:

provide a file that represents one or more contacts of a user

in the 1instant messaging program, wherein an operating
system represents the file as a stand-alone graphical
object, that 1s configured to allow the user to perform an
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action otherwise available through an interface of the
instant messaging program, regardless of whether the
instant messaging program 1s running when an operation
corresponding to the action 1s performed;
recetve status information regarding the one or more con-
tacts from the instant messaging program; and
update, regardless of whether the 1instant messaging pro-
gram 1s running, a visual representation of the stand-
alone graphical object in response to the recerved status
information, such that the visual representation of the
graphical object conveys the status information of the
one or more contacts.
7. The tangible computer-usable storage medium of claim
6 wherein the status information comprises any of:
whether the one or more contacts 1s online, how long the
one or more contacts has been online, whether the one or
more contacts 1s away or busy, whether the one or more
contacts 1s using a mobile device, what types of connec-
tions the one or more contacts can accept, what capa-
bilities are provided by the one or more contacts” con-
nection, or what capabilities are provided by the instant
messaging program.
8. The tangible computer-usable storage medium of claim
6 further comprising;:
detecting that a graphical object representing information
to be transmitted to the one or more contacts has been
dropped on the stand-alone graphical object, and
automatically transmitting the information represented by
the dropped graphical object to the one or more contacts
in response to the graphical object representing infor-
mation to be transmitted being dropped on the stand-
alone graphical object representing the one or more con-
tacts.
9. The tangible computer-usable storage medium of claim
8 wherein the information to be transmitted comprises a file,
such that the file 1s automatically transmitted to the one or
more contacts in response to the stand-alone graphical object
representing the file being dropped on the stand-alone graphi-
cal object representing the one or more contacts.
10. The tangible computer-usable storage medium of claim
8 wherein the information to be transmitted comprises a tex-
tual message such that the textual message 1s automatically
transmitted to the one or more contacts 1n response to the
graphical object representing the textual message being

dropped on the stand-alone graphical object representing the
one or more contacts.
11. A system for facilitating communications across a net-
work between users of at least one communications program
including an instant messenger, the system comprising:
means for providing a file that represents one or more
contacts of a user 1n the instant messaging program,
wherein an operating system represents the file as a
stand-alone graphical object, that 1s configured to allow
the user to perform an action otherwise available
through an interface of the instant messaging program,
regardless of whether the instant messaging program 1s
running when an operation corresponding to the action
1s performed;
means for recerving status information regarding the one or
more contacts from the instant messaging program; and

means for updating, regardless of whether the instant mes-
saging program 1s running, a visual representation of the
stand-alone graphical object 1n response to the received
status information, such that the visual representation of
the graphical object conveys the status mformation of
the one or more contacts.
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12. The system of claim 11 wherein the status information
comprises any ol: whether the one or more contacts 1s online,
how long the one or more contacts has been online, whether
the one or more contacts 1s away or busy, whether the one or
more contacts 1s using a mobile device, what types of con-
nections the one or more contacts can accept, what capabili-
ties are provided by the one or more contacts’ connection, or
what capabilities are provided by the instant messaging pro-
gram.

13. The system of claim 11 further comprising:

means for detecting that a graphical object representing

information to be transmitted to the one or more contacts
has been dropped on the stand-alone graphical object,
and

means for automatically transmitting the information rep-

resented by the dropped graphical object to the one or
more contacts 1n response to the graphical object repre-
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senting information to be transmitted being dropped on
the stand-alone graphical object representing the one or
more contacts.

14. The system of claim 13 wherein the information to be
transmitted comprises a file, such that the file 1s automatically
transmitted to the one or more contacts in response to the
stand-alone graphical object representing the file being
dropped on the stand-alone graphical object representing the
one or more contacts.

15. The system of claim 13 wherein the information to be
transmitted comprises a textual message such that the textual
message 1s automatically transmitted to the one or more con-
tacts 1n response to the graphical object representing the
textual message being dropped on the stand-alone graphical
object representing the one or more contacts.
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